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Much has been written about “the troubled resident” 
and “the problem learner.” It is widely understood that 
struggling medical learners require individualized ap-
proaches to assure success. Learners on the opposite 
end of the spectrum—“gifted learners”—also have 
unique needs and will benefit from an individualized 
approach to maximize the benefit of their training.1 The 
education literature has an extensive amount written 
on gifted children, some describing the experiences 
of these children as adults. Most of this literature has 
focused on the problems of gifted adults, while some 
has explored how to help them succeed as adults.2,3 

The term “gifted” refers to the top 3%–5% of indi-
viduals in the general population with respect to intel-
lectual abilities. Gifted adults enter professional careers 
such as law and medicine4 at a disproportionate rate, 

so at least 3%–5% of medical learners will be gifted 
adults. By their nature, gifted adults stand out in aca-
demic settings. It is therefore reasonable to assume that 
most outstanding medical learners are gifted adults.

Gifted Adults
The “Gifted”

When educators speak of “gifted” individuals, they 
refer to those who score in the top couple of percentiles 
on standardized intelligence (IQ) tests. Other criteria 
are also usually imposed, such as notable achieve-
ments at a young age or exceptional creativity.1 Gifted 
individuals stand out in many ways other than simply 
having a high IQ.5,6 Gifted children are notable for the 
volume of information they can memorize, the speed 
with which they acquire new concepts, an insatiable 
curiosity, a keen intuition, and an ability to generate 
novel solutions and original ideas.3,5 

Although gifted children are often thought of as 
precocious, giftedness is not simply reaching mental 
milestones ahead of peers.1 These traits continue into 
adulthood.7 If these individuals learn to harness their 
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skills, they can achieve remarkable professional, per-
sonal, and social success. If they do not, these same 
traits can lead to trouble in adulthood, impede the in-
dividuals’ ability to maximize their potential, and lead 
to dissatisfaction with their careers and lives.8-10

Despite similarities, gifted individuals vary widely. 
Streznewski describes three broad types of gifted indi-
viduals: strivers, superstars, and independents.5 Strivers 
are excellent test takers and tend to be highly focused 
on their careers. Strivers are the type of individuals 
given the moniker “gunner” in medical school. Super-
stars tend to have more diverse interests and seem to 
excel at everything they undertake. Superstars develop 
good interpersonal relationships and are well liked by 
their peers.  

Independents, on the other hand, may present a prob-
lem for educators. Whereas superstars and strivers are 
easily recognized as outstanding learners, independents 
may go unrecognized or may actually be misclassified 
as difficult learners. They have little desire to please 
authority and little interest in impressing peers, super-
visors, or teachers.3,11 Independents produce brilliant 
work when interested but may be viewed as not fully 
trying if they refuse to attend to tasks that don’t excite 
them. In Langlois and Thach’s12 classification scheme, 
independents may be described as having a valuation 
problem since their values do not align with those 
expected by their education program. Tension can 
quickly escalate because value conflicts, perceived as 
attitude problems or manifested as behavioral problems, 
are particularly vexing for teachers.13 Such situations 
should prompt educators to address the professionalism 
of the learner involved.

Characteristics of Gifted Adults
The gifted tend to be introverts, strong willed, driven 

by individual interests, intuitive, and have a highly 
developed sense of morality. They have vivid imagi-
nations, are highly creative, and produce innovative 
solutions to problems.7 Some gifted individuals have 
a few well-defined skills developed to an exceptional 
degree, while others seem to be talented in most mea-
surable areas.10

Lovecky has described five traits of gifted adults 
that can potentially lead to conflict within their lives: 
divergency, excitability, sensitivity, perceptivity, and 
entelechy (Table 1).8 Each of these traits represents a 
strength as well as a potential hazard for them in their 
relationships with others. These also represent chal-
lenges for teachers of gifted learners.

General Approach to the Outstanding 
Medical Learner

Teaching outstanding learners is challenging and 
potentially intimidating. Table 2 summarizes some 
general approaches to teaching outstanding medical 
learners.

Some outstanding learners may not be aware that 
they are gifted.11 The most gifted may actively down-
play their abilities because they are uncomfortable with 
them.3,14 By learning more about the typical traits and 
challenges of the gifted, they may become more at ease 
with themselves.10,11,15 Gifted learners should be encour-
aged to pursue personal interests and assured that their 
efforts are met with approval. 

If a teacher feels threatened by the abilities of the 
learner, an adversarial relationship may develop. Ac-
knowledging the learner’s talents openly and establish-
ing that the teacher will still be able to provide educa-
tion makes both feel respected, which allows positive 
education to proceed.5,16

Finding challenges for the outstanding medical 
learner is important.5 When a learner is truly gifted, it 
may be easy for educators to stop teaching.14 It may be 
difficult to search for additional knowledge to impart 
or for an alternative concept to consider. Just as trying 
to teach “down” to the level of the struggling student is 
mentally draining, trying to teach “up” to the outstand-
ing student can be similarly mentally exhausting.

Table 1

Five Traits of Gifted Adults, as Described by 
Lovecky,8 That Lead to Conflict in Their Lives 

and Difficulties in the Educational Process 

• Divergency—The gifted have a unique way of looking at problems or 
relationships. Others may find it difficult to follow their vision and may 
view the gifted individual as quirky or difficult to work with.8 Educators 
may view this as active resistance to their teaching. This could lead teachers 
to feel the learner has not understood a concept that the gifted learner has 
understood perfectly well but from a different vantage point.

• Excitability—The gifted quickly become immersed in a project and may 
work tirelessly when they find an intellectual challenge. The gifted can 
have a level of hyperactivity that others find fatiguing.18 Gifted individuals 
may pour a remarkable amount of energy into a new project only to lose 
interest once their curiosity has been satisfied.3 This can lead to a string of 
partially finished projects and may leave teachers feeling frustrated by a 
lack of follow-through.8 

• Sensitivity—Gifted adults tend to be very sensitive and develop deep 
passions about issues they are interested in. However, they may be intolerant 
of the desires and needs of others with differing priorities.8 This can lead to 
the gifted being seen as rigid in their thinking.3,5 The gifted also tend to react 
to their environment more emotionally than others. This level of sensitivity 
and conviction may make giving negative feedback difficult, especially if 
the learner has rarely had such feedback.15

• Perceptivity—Gifted adults tend to perceive several layers of a situation 
simultaneously, which can be useful for a physician. This makes complex 
tasks appear to be easy for the gifted and can be intimidating for others 
without such ability. The gifted often learn to suppress this ability so they 
don’t stand out so much.8 

• Entelechy—Entelechy refers to a powerful drive to achieve self-
actualization, which pushes the gifted to follow their own path in life.6 This 
can lead to conflict if the requirements of medical education interfere with 
the need of the gifted learner to self-actualize.
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If an outstanding learner is continuously given only 
positive feedback, boredom may soon set in. Some 
gifted adults go through several careers during their 
lifetime because of boredom. The gifted learn the basics 
of a field rapidly, and even the nuances in just a few 
years, and are then left looking for a new challenge.5,9,16 
Luckily, medicine has many career paths offering end-
less possibilities, so finding additional challenges for the 
outstanding medical learner is always possible.

Outstanding learners often understand the essentials 
of a clinical situation and will look beyond the imme-
diate encounter to ask insightful questions. It may be 
impossible for teachers to answer these questions based 
on their own knowledge and experience. Asking the 
learner to find the answer and report back will not be 
well received if it is perceived as a way of masking the 
teacher’s lack of knowledge. It is best for a teacher to 
seek answers in collaboration with the learner. 

Occasionally, an outstanding medical learner may 
outright challenge the knowledge and opinion of the 
educator. Taking a collaborative approach, rather than 
focusing on who is right and who is wrong, to learning is 
especially important in these situations. It is important 
for the educator to let the gifted learner know that they 
are willing to consider alternative opinions rather than 
getting defensive. This will model proper professional 
behavior for working with peers and consultants. It 
will also build respect between the learner and educa-
tor, which will hopefully lessen the number of future 
disagreements.

Medical education involves a fair amount of peda-
gogy because there is so much information, and so 
many skills, that every learner needs to master. This is 
frustrating for outstanding learners who find fulfillment 

by exploring areas of interest to them, even if those 
interests are far from the prescribed curriculum. Out-
standing learners should be encouraged to follow side 
paths with the understanding that they will still be ex-
pected to cover the prescribed materials thoroughly.

Specific Approaches and Examples
The key to maximizing the educational experience 

of outstanding medical learners is to routinely provide 
intellectual stimulation and challenges. Below are some 
specific examples of how to achieve this type of indi-
vidualized learning experience. Table 3 summarizes 
these approaches.

Teach Beyond the Immediate Patient
Often, the outstanding learner will give a complete 

presentation, develop a thorough differential diagno-
sis, order appropriate tests, and initiate the therapy of 
choice. There may simply be nothing to add to the case. 
The outstanding learner, however, will not be satisfied 
with praise for having done a good job. The gifted adult 
wants to be challenged.

Going beyond the case at hand turns a clinical sce-
nario that the learner grasps into a learning event. One 
easy way of going beyond the immediate patient is to 
ask the learner to consider an altered history. “Would 
it change your medication choice if this patient had 
diabetes?” or “What if this patient were 75 instead of 
55?” are simple examples.

Ask the learner to come up with scenarios where the 
management plan would differ with questions like, “In 
what situation might that not be the best test?” or “In 
which group of patients might you be more aggressive?” 
Outstanding learners may still easily answer these 
variations but will appreciate being pushed and will 
recognize that an opportunity was not ignored. 

Teach Patient Care Principles
Outstanding learners can know volumes about a 

given disease process, especially if they have had a 
chance to read or have seen it before. This may cause 
the teacher to feel unprepared and unable to offer much 
to the learner. However, teachers always have insights 
into a patient’s problem, gained by years of experience, 
they can offer to even the most outstanding learner.17 
Ask the outstanding learner what they think a new 
diagnosis means to a patient or his/her family. “How 
will your plan change this person’s life?” By teaching 
experiential pieces of medicine that cannot be gained by 
reading or using logic alone, teachers can offer useful 
guidance to outstanding learners.

The outstanding, but inexperienced, learner may 
develop a wonderful care plan but may be unsuccessful 
at communicating it because the patient is resistant to 
therapy, because of hearing or vision problems, or sim-
ply because he or she is unsophisticated. Communicat-

Table 2

General Approaches to Teaching 
Outstanding Medical Learners

Acknowledge the learner as outstanding
 • Acknowledge their potential for high achievement
 • Encourage them to learn about the characteristics of gifted adults
 • Give permission to strive to achieve their full potential

Challenge the learner
 • Resist the urge to praise rather than teach
 • Encourage the learner to explore complex questions more fully

Take a collaborative teaching approach
 • Admit when you don’t know an answer
 • Role model lifelong learning skills by finding answers together

Determine what interests the learner
 • Encourage exploration off the main path of learning
 • Insist that the prescribed curriculum is also covered thoroughly



734 November-December 2006 Family Medicine

ing a plan under these circumstances takes experience. 
This may be especially difficult for gifted learners, who 
grasp new concepts so easily themselves that they may 
be intolerant of less-intelligent individuals.15 This is a 
critically important area of medicine in which teachers 
can help outstanding learners grow.

Challenge them to think about the larger problems of 
the health care system. “What effect will offering this 
expensive therapy have on the larger system? Is there 
an argument against this screening test?” The outstand-
ing learner may have already thought seriously about 
these issues but may never have been asked to give 
an opinion. The brightest and most talented students 
need to be encouraged to think about the larger system 
because they may someday be in a leadership position, 
making important decisions.

Invite the Learner to Educate Others
Asking outstanding learners to teach can have sev-

eral positive outcomes.5 The learners have their talent 
acknowledged and have the opportunity to explore a 
topic to a depth that will be intellectually satisfying, 
and others can learn from them. Asking outstanding 
learners to teach may encourage them to consider a 
career in education. 

A learner could be asked to do something as simple 
as creating patient education handouts or something 
as involved as writing for publication. In between, a 
learner could give an informal talk to peers or grand 
rounds to an entire department. The opportunity to 
educate others can be a win-win adventure by exciting 
and challenging the learner while educating a group of 
medical providers in the process.

Encourage Personal Development
Outstanding learners have the potential to become 

outstanding teachers, researchers, policy makers, and 

leaders.15 This potential is most likely to be realized if 
it is nurtured early in the learner’s career by getting the 
learner involved with research, policy development, 
and leadership roles. 

Because gifted adults are creative individuals, re-
search represents a particularly rewarding outlet. The 
research process becomes a new skill set to master, 
and the research project a venue to practice newly 
acquired skills. Research allows the learner to prevent 
boredom by becoming an expert in a small corner of 
medical knowledge and exploring it in as much depth 
as desired.

Encourage outstanding learners to become active 
in local, state, or national professional organizations. 
Many organizations have board seats reserved for stu-
dents and residents. This is a wonderful opportunity 
for outstanding learners to have an influence on an 
organization, practice leadership skills, and network 
with others within their profession.

Provide Opportunities to Work 
With Other High Achievers

Gifted adults may feel isolated from others around 
them.3,8,9,15 By interacting with other high-achieving 
individuals, gifted adults feel less isolated and see 
that it is acceptable to strive to achieve full potential. 
Teachers should ensure that outstanding learners are 
afforded the opportunity to work with other highly 
talented individuals. Having peers to interact with and 
more-experienced professionals willing to act as men-
tors will facilitate growth.4,18 Mentoring is one key to 
success in the lives of gifted individuals.6

Some departments may not have a suitable individual 
to act as a mentor. Teachers must then use the “invisible 
college”—letting other departments know that there is a 
highly talented learner in need of a mentor. Sometimes, 
mentors can be found by contacting authors who have 

Table 3

Summary of Specific Recommendations for Teaching Outstanding Medical Learners

Recommendation Description

Teach beyond the immediate patient Use clinical cases as starting points for building complex clinical scenarios that teach and challenge.

Teach patient care principles Teach about aspects of medical care that must be learned though experience rather than didactic 
learning.

Invite the learner to educate others Encourage further exploration in areas of interest and sharing the knowledge gained through talks or 
papers.

Encourage personal development Encourage exploration into teaching, research, leadership positions, or other avenues where the learner 
can use and develop their talents.

Provide opportunities to work with other high 
achievers

Find appropriate mentors for the learner, if need be by using the “invisible college” and professional 
societies.
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previously published in the learner’s area of interest. 
Even if these individuals are not interested themselves, 
they may know someone in their field who will make 
a suitable mentor for the learner. 

These mentors do not need to be within the same spe-
cialty or even within medicine; there may even be some 
benefit to them being exposed to other professional 
fields. Building peer and mentoring relationships is 
another benefit to encouraging the outstanding learner 
to become active in professional societies. Talented 
and energetic individuals tend to congregate in these 
organizations and act as a natural peer group.

Conclusions
Outstanding medical learners are likely to belong 

to a group professional educators call “gifted adults.” 
These individuals have a well-defined set of charac-
teristics that set them apart from other learners. They 
have enormous potential for success within medicine, 
but there are educational pitfalls that the gifted, and 
their educators, may encounter. Medical educators 
should understand the characteristics of gifted adults 
and develop an individualized educational curriculum 
for them. This will allow gifted learners to be continu-
ously challenged and maximize what they learn in their 
years of training.
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